For a long time, the story of Progressive Web Apps (PWAs) on iOS felt like a tale of buzzwords without substance
— partly because Apple’'s Safari appeared to lag behind other browsers in adopting key technologies like Web
Application Manifests. But in recent years, especially starting around Safari 26, things took a significant leap
forward, changing the game for developers and users alike. Let's dive into the timeline, what Apple and WebKit

have delivered, and why it matters that Home Screen websites now open as true web apps by default on iOS.

Setting the Stage: What Is a Web Application Manifest?

A Web Application Manifest is a JSON file that tells the browser how your web app should behave when

installed to a device's home screen. It includes metadata such as:

® App name and short name
® |cons at various resolutions

® Theme color and background color

Start URL

Display mode (fullscreen, minimal-ui, standalone)

Without a manifest, adding a web app to the home screen can be a very generic experience, often just a bookmark
shortcut. With a manifest, it promises a richer, more native-like launch experience: no browser Ul chrome, custom

splash screens, and a separate window, creating an “app-like” feel without going near the App Store.

Safari’s Historic Manifest Support: The Early Struggle

Safari on i0OS was slow to embrace the Web Application Manifest, leaving many developers frustrated. Apple's
WebKit engine powers Safari and had traditionally restricted some web technologies that would enable the so-
called native app-like experience. The lack of manifest support contributed to the perception that PWAs were a

second-class citizen on iOS.

As of 2018, the browser landscape was shifting. Chrome, Firefox, and Edge were pushing robust PWA
implementations. Developers jumped on the bandwagon, creating install banners and forcing browser
“installability checks” to assure users their web apps installed “properly.” The catch? On iOS Safari in 2018, the
concept of installability was vague at best — the browser did not fully honor the manifest file or support service

workers well, limiting offline capabilities and nuanced app-like behaviors.

Safari 2018 Manifest Support: The Reality

Though sometimes referenced as having “manifest support” in 2018, that was a bit misleading. Apple announced
early work towards PWA support around WWDC 2018, but the practical support for manifests was limited—Safari
on i0S wouldn't honor display: standalone or display: fullscreen correctly, and splash screen customization via
manifests was largely ignored. The result was: Adding a website to the Home Screen acted more like a

bookmark than an app launch.

Safari 26: A Major Turning Point for WebApp Manifests on iOS

Fast forward to Safari 26, released with iOS 16.4 and macOS Ventura 13.3 in early 2023. This release marked a

subtle but critical shift that many developers initially overlooked:
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* Home Screen web apps now launch as standalone web apps by default.

* No special installability criteria or manifest feature gates were required to get app-like launch

behavior.

In other words, just pinning a website to the Home Screen makes it open without Safari's usual address bar and
browser Ul. This aligns iOS more closely with other platforms where a simple bookmark added to the Home Screen

opens in its own window out-of-the-box.

Why This Matters

Before Safari 26, developers often had to educate users on how to “install” the PWA properly or jump through
hoops with service workers and manifests to get close to the ideal experience. With Safari 26, the barrier is
effectively lowered. Websites can now feel genuinely “app-like” simply by being saved to the Home Screen — no

App Store install required and no confusing dialog windows or address bars cluttering the interface.

Apple’s decision here is pragmatic and user-focused. The underlying WebKit engine makes the default launch
mode of Home Screen web apps visually distinct from the browser, communicating a clear context difference

without forced compliance with arbitrary installability checks that iOS had never fully supported well.

Manifests and Service Workers Still Matter for Rich Experiences

Apple’'s improvements do not mean manifests are obsolete or unimportant. While Safari now promotes app-like
launch behavior by default, a well-crafted manifest combined with service worker support enables a truly robust

PWA experience:
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¢ Offline support: Service workers provide caching and network interception so your app works offline or in

flaky network conditions.

® Custom splash screens and themes: Your manifest can still customize the launch screen colors and icons to

polish the user experience beyond a generic icon.

¢ Deep linking and routing: The manifest’s start URL and scope help control navigation flows within the PWA

context.

¢ Background sync and push notifications: Service workers enable complex features critical for engagement.

In fact, Apple has steadily improved WebKit over the past few years to close gaps with other browsers on service
worker reliability and manifest compliance, proving that the company views browser-first web apps as an

important complement to App Store native apps.

Browser-First Services Can Now Feel ‘App-Like’ Without App Store
Installs

Thanks to Safari’'s native handling of Home Screen web apps as standalone apps, and gradual improvements in

manifest and service worker support, the landscape is changing:

1. Developers can confidently build web-first, installable experiences that feel native — no Apple App Store

submission needed.

2. Users can add web services to their Home Screen and get immediate, grow-from-the-browser access with

app-like launch behavior.

3. Brands can nurture direct user relationships without the gatekeeping, review cycles, and monetization

restrictions of app stores.

4. Progressive enhancement enables apps that scale gracefully between pure web experiences and more
installed-optimized PWAs on iOS.

Overall, this shift reflects Apple’s nuanced approach. Rather than a head-to-head native versus web “battle,” Safari

and WebKit's evolution welcome thoughtful, web-first efforts built around usability and platform capabilities.

Summary Timeline of Safari Web App Manifest Support



Release / Year Manifest & PWA Notes WebKit / Safari Version 2018 Initial focus on Service Workers; Manifest
support incomplete; Add to Home Screen is basic bookmark-add. Safari 11-12, i0S 12-13 2020-2021 Incremental
improvements in service worker compatibility; manifest properties still limited; no official install prompt. Safari 14-
15, i0S 14-15 2023 (Safari 26) Home Screen websites launch as standalone “web apps” by default without strict
installability requirements; subtle but impactful shift. Safari 26, iOS 16.4+

Conclusion: Where Does This Leave Web Developers?

If you've wrestled with the “pwa history ios” saga and wondered about “ safari 2018 manifest support’ rumors,

here's the bottom line:

* Early Safari PWA support was limited — manifest files were more aspirational than fully honored.

e Service workers gradually improved, but significant caveats remained, making iOS PWAs more fragile than

Android counterparts.

e Safari 26’s update in 2023 is a watershed moment that effectively makes all Home Screen web apps launch
app-like by default.

* Despite this, good manifest files and service workers remain essential for delivering offline-ready, richly
featured web apps.

Apple, through its Safari browser and WebKit engine, has demonstrated a steady commitment to closing the PWA
gap while maintaining control over platform quality. But from a practical standpoint, this means that browser-
first services on iOS can truly feel like apps without requiring App Store installs, complex manifests, or

confusing “install” steps.

For writers like me who test Home Screen web app icons religiously, this shift feels overdue but welcome: iOS
finally treats web apps more like apps, at least when launched from the Home Screen — and that alone is a huge

win for open web developers and users worldwide.



